
ANTIMICROBIAL AGENTS AND CHEMOTHERAPY, Oct. 2010, p. 4343–4351 Vol. 54, No. 10
0066-4804/10/$12.00 doi:10.1128/AAC.00409-10
Copyright © 2010, American Society for Microbiology. All Rights Reserved.

High-Resolution Crystal Structure of the Subclass B3
Metallo-�-Lactamase BJP-1: Rational Basis for Substrate

Specificity and Interaction with Sulfonamides�

Jean-Denis Docquier,1 Manuela Benvenuti,2 Vito Calderone,2,3 Magdalena Stoczko,1
Nicola Menciassi,2 Gian Maria Rossolini,1,4 and Stefano Mangani2,3*

Dipartimento di Biologia Molecolare, Laboratorio di Fisiologia e Biotecnologia dei Microrganismi, Università di
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Metallo-�-lactamases (MBLs) are important enzymatic factors in resistance to �-lactam antibiotics
that show important structural and functional heterogeneity. BJP-1 is a subclass B3 MBL determinant
produced by Bradyrhizobium japonicum that exhibits interesting properties. BJP-1, like CAU-1 of Cau-
lobacter vibrioides, overall poorly recognizes �-lactam substrates and shows an unusual substrate profile
compared to other MBLs. In order to understand the structural basis of these properties, the crystal
structure of BJP-1 was obtained at 1.4-Å resolution. This revealed significant differences in the confor-
mation and locations of the active-site loops, determining a rather narrow active site and the presence of
a unique N-terminal helix bearing Phe-31, whose side chain binds in the active site and represents an
obstacle for �-lactam substrate binding. In order to probe the potential of sulfonamides (known to inhibit
various zinc-dependent enzymes) to bind in the active sites of MBLs, the structure of BJP-1 in complex
with 4-nitrobenzenesulfonamide was also obtained (at 1.33-Å resolution), thereby revealing the mode of
interaction of these molecules in MBLs. Interestingly, sulfonamide binding resulted in the displacement
of the side chain of Phe-31 from its hydrophobic binding pocket, where the benzene ring of the molecule
is now found. These data further highlight the structural diversity shown by MBLs but also provide
interesting insights in the structure-function relationships of these enzymes. More importantly, we
provided the first structural observation of MBL interaction with sulfonamides, which might represent an
interesting scaffold for the design of MBL inhibitors.

�-Lactamases are bacterial enzymes that confer resistance to
�-lactam antibiotics, the most widely used family of anti-infec-
tive agents, by hydrolyzing the amide bond of the �-lactam ring
and thus bear significant clinical relevance (32, 41, 43). Two
structurally and mechanistically distinct families of �-lacta-
mases are known: the active-site serine enzymes (Ambler’s
classes A, C, and D), acting via an acylation-deacylation mech-
anism, and the metallo-�-lactamases (MBLs) (Ambler’s class
B), which require zinc in their active sites and whose catalytic
mechanism is less well understood, although several hypothe-
ses have been provided (4, 13, 21, 33). On the basis of sequence
homology, three subclasses that also differ by the natures and
positions of the residues that constitute the metal binding
site(s) have been defined (44).

From a structural standpoint, MBLs share a unique fold that
was first identified when the structure of the BcII enzyme from
Bacillus cereus was solved; this fold consists of a �-sandwich
flanked by �-helices, the metal center being located at the
interface of two roughly symmetrical domains (9). Subse-
quently, many proteins encoded by the genomes of many or-
ganisms (from Archaea to mammalians) appeared to share the

same typical fold and were grouped in the so-called MBL
superfamily, which contains zinc hydrolases that might exhibit
a wide variety of enzymatic and/or cellular functions (e.g.,
DNA repair, RNA maturation, cell detoxification, metabolism,
degradation of pesticides and organophosphates, and quorum
sensing) (4, 14).

From a functional standpoint, MBLs are characterized by
strong hydrolytic activity against carbapenems, the most recent
broad-spectrum �-lactams, which are often used as last-resort
drugs, largely accounting for the clinical relevance of these en-
zymes (44). In addition, and due to their different catalytic mech-
anism with respect to that of serine �-lactamases, MBLs are not
susceptible to any of the commercially available �-lactamase in-
activators (e.g., clavulanate) used in �-lactam/�-lactamase deac-
tivator combinations (44). Besides the acquired MBLs, which are
currently being disseminated in many important opportunistic
pathogens (such as Enterobacteriaceae, Pseudomonas, and Acin-
etobacter spp.), many of these enzymes have been found to be
encoded by the genomes of some microorganisms of limited or no
clinical relevance (e.g., Caulobacter vibrioides). These endogenous
enzymes could represent interesting models for investigating the
evolutionary relationships between MBLs and the other members
of the MBL superfamily and their structure-activity relationships
and for identifying broad-spectrum MBL inhibitors, whose devel-
opment would address an increasingly important clinical need
(16, 42, 49, 50).
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BJP-1, the endogenous subclass B3 MBL from Bradyrhizo-
bium japonicum, a bacterium widely used in agriculture whose
genome was recently released, was previously identified and
characterized following a postgenomic study of MBL determi-
nants present in the genomes of related bacteria belonging to
the order Rhizobiales (27, 49). This enzyme exhibits many in-
teresting functional features, e.g., an overall low affinity for
�-lactam compounds, a situation similar to that for CAU-1 and
CAR-1, two enzymes that were identified by means of a post-
genomic approach. It has been hypothesized that CAU-1 and
CAR-1 might represent interesting evolutive intermediates of
MBLs or might even be examples of catalytic promiscuity, their
primary function possibly being different from antibiotic resis-
tance (16, 50). In addition, the catalytic efficiency of BJP-1 for
the hydrolysis of �-lactam compounds was significantly lower
than those of the other subclass B3 MBLs, such as L1 and
GOB-1. Finally, and by contrast with other MBLs, BJP-1 was
poorly susceptible to metal chelators, likely reflecting differ-
ences in the affinities of zinc ions for their respective binding
sites.

In order to provide a rationale for the above-mentioned
unique features of BJP-1, we determined the crystal structures
of the native BJP-1 and compared them to the available struc-
tures of other MBLs. In addition, to probe the potential for the
development of broad-spectrum MBL inhibitors, we also ob-
tained the structure of BJP-1 in complex with a simple sulfon-
amide compound, which is known to inhibit several Zn-depen-
dent enzymes, like carbonic anhydrase and carboxypeptidase
(26, 39).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

BJP-1 purification and crystallization. Purified BJP-1 was obtained using the
production and purification protocol described previously (49). Crystallization
screening was performed immediately after purification of the enzyme. BJP-1
was concentrated to 10 mg/ml, and the purification buffer was changed to 0.1 M
Tris-HCl (pH 8.5) using a Microcon 10-kDa-cutoff ultrafiltration device (Milli-
pore, Bedford, MA). The crystallization trials were performed using the sitting-
drop method (96-well CrystalEX plates; Corning) (6). The drops consisted of 2
�l protein solution and 2 �l reservoir solution equilibrated at room temperature
(20°C) against a reservoir volume of 100 �l. The initial screens tested were
Crystal Screen, Crystal Screen 2, and Grid Screen Ammonium Sulfate (Hampton
Research, Aliso Viejo, CA). Initially, small, ill-formed crystals were obtained in
the drops under conditions 17 and 22 of Crystal Screen (0.2 M Li2SO4 � H2O, 0.1
M Tris-HCl [pH 8.5], and 30% [wt/vol] polyethylene glycol 4000 [PEG 4000] and
0.2 M sodium acetate trihydrate, 0.1 M Tris-HCl [pH 8.5], and 30% [wt/vol] PEG
4000, respectively). However, since these crystals were not suitable for X-ray
diffraction analysis, further optimization of the initial crystallization conditions
was accomplished by changing various crystallization parameters. Optimization
of crystallization conditions was performed at room temperature by using a
24-well sitting-drop plate sealed with clear sealing tape (Cryschem plate; Hamp-
ton Research), 2 and 4 �l of protein solution, and 2 �l of reservoir solution
equilibrated against 700 and 800 �l reservoir solution. Crystallization trials were
performed either in the presence or absence of 5 mM ZnCl2, with protein
concentrations ranging from 5 to 15 mg/ml, PEG 4000 concentrations ranging
from 25 to 45% (wt/vol), and ammonium or sodium acetate and lithium sulfate
concentrations ranging from 0.2 to 0.5 M. The best crystals were grown using 30
to 35% PEG 4000, 0.5 M sodium acetate at pH 8.5, a protein concentration of 10
mg/ml, a 4-�l drop volume, and an 800-�l reservoir volume. BJP-1 crystals grew
in a few weeks as clustered parallelepipedons to an average size of about 100 �m.
Crystals of the BJP-1 complex with 4-nitrobenzenesulfonamide (NBSA) were
obtained by soaking the BJP-1 crystals in the crystallization solution, to which
was added 60 mM NBSA dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) and diluted in
a 1:10 ratio with PEG 400 to ensure mixing in the crystallization solution and, at
the same time, cryoprotection. Data collection was performed after 3 h of
soaking in the above solution.

Diffraction data collection, structure solution, and refinement. A single-wave-
length anomalous diffraction (SAD) data set to 1.4-Å resolution was collected at
the Zn edge (� � 1.2813 Å) on a native BJP-1 crystal at the European Synchro-
tron Radiation Facility (ESRF) ID29 beamline using an ADSC Quantum 315R
detector. Diffraction data on the BJP-1–NBSA complex were collected at the
ESRF ID14-1 beamline (� � 0.9340 Å) to 1.33-Å resolution using an ADSC
Quantum 210 detector.

The data were processed using the program MOSFLM (31) and scaled using
the program SCALA (18). The data collection parameters and data reduction
statistics are reported in Table 1. The structure was solved using the anomalous
data with the program SHARP/AutoSHARP (55), which provided the initial
phases based on the zinc substructure. Part of the model was then built into the
experimental electron density using the ARP/wARP suite (37) and manually
completed by using XtalView (34) and Coot (17). The refinement was carried out
with REFMAC5 (38) from the Collaborative Computational Project 4 (CCP4)
suite (11) using translation/libration/screw (TLS) parameterization (56, 57). Only
the zinc ions were refined anisotropically. In between the refinement cycles, the
models were subjected to manual rebuilding. Water molecules were added using
the standard procedures within the ARP/wARP suite (37).

The structure of the BJP-1–NBSA complex was solved by molecular replace-
ment with MOLREP (53), using the native structure as model, and refined by the
same procedures described for the native enzyme except that, due to the higher
resolution of the BJP-1–NBSA data set, all atoms have been refined with aniso-
tropic temperature factors. The stereochemical quality of both refined models
was assessed using the program PROCHECK (30). Figures were made using
PyMol (http://www.pymol.org/) or CCP4 mg (40) software. Secondary structure
assignment was performed using the program STRIDE (22).

Protein data bank accession numbers. The coordinates and structure factors
of the native BJP-1 and its complex with NBSA have been deposited at the
Protein Data Bank under codes 3LVZ and 3M8T, respectively.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Structure of BJP-1 and its complex with NBSA. BJP-1 crys-
tallized in the P1 space group (Table 1), and the diffraction
data set allowed the structure of the enzyme at 1.40-Å resolu-
tion, the highest resolution obtained for subclass B3 MBLs, to
be obtained. After refinement, the final model of the native
BJP-1 consisted of two independent BJP-1 molecules in the
crystal cell (residues 23 to 294 for chain A and 22 to 294 for
chain B, with reference to SwissProt entry Q89GW5), six zinc
ions, and 496 water molecules (Table 1; Fig. 1). NSBA–BJP-1
complex crystals produced an even better data set than native
crystals, and the structure could be refined up to 1.33-Å reso-
lution (Table 1). Similar to the native structure, the final model
consisted of two independent BJP-1–NBSA complexes in the
crystal cell (residues 32 to 292 for chains A and B), eight zinc
ions, 1 DMSO molecule, and 690 water molecules (Table 1).

The secondary structure of BJP-1 (PDB code, 3LVZ) is
shown in Fig. 1; it has the following composition: �-strand,
22.7%; �-helix, 27.3%; helix 310, 4.9%; loops, 45.1%. The over-
all structure and topology of BJP-1 (Fig. 1b) displayed the
main features of class B �-lactamases, consisting of a � sand-
wich composed of two facing �-sheets (one formed by seven
�-strands and the other by five �-strands) surrounded by seven
�-helices. Both �-sheets (A and B in Fig. 1b) are mixed
�-sheets composed of �-strands in parallel and antiparallel
conformations.

The two independent molecules in both the native and com-
plex structures were almost identical, as reflected by the very
low root mean square deviation (RMSD) values obtained upon
superimposition of the two subunits (0.074 and 0.090 Å), and
displayed the same backbone conformation in all parts of the
structure. However, the final electron density maps showed
different lengths of the polypeptide depending on the disorder
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present at the amino and carboxy termini of the molecules.
The maximum span shown by the structures is from Thr-22 to
Lys-294 in subunit B of the native enzyme crystal, but it should
be pointed out that in this case, the 3 terminal residues are
affected by higher disorder than the analogous portions of the
other molecules. The quality of both native and complex struc-
tures was overall very good, and, due to the high resolution of
the data, the positioning of the model atoms could be made
with high accuracy (Table 1) and also multiple conformations
for various residues could be observed. Three amino acids,
Asp-84, Gly-195, and Ser-221 (using the standard numbering
scheme for class B �-lactamases, which will be used henceforth

for comparison with other MBLs [23, 24]), were found to adopt
strained backbone conformations and were indicated as outli-
ers in the Ramachandran plot. Asp-84 was observed in such a
strained conformation in all reported MBL structures and in-
teracted with the residue at position 115 (preceding the zinc
ligand His-116), and its probable role in enzyme structure and
active-site organization has been previously proposed (9, 12,
25). However, our structure also showed residues 195 and 221
in strained conformations and might also indicate the potential
importance of these residues. Indeed, Gly-195 showed dihedral
angles that are unusual for Gly residues and is located imme-
diately before invariant zinc-coordinating His-196. Overall,

TABLE 1. Data collection and refinement statistics

Parameter
Valuea for:

Native BJP-1 BJP-1–NBSA complex

X-ray source ESRF ID29 ESRF ID14-1
Wavelength (Å) 1.2813 0.9340
Data collection temp (K) 100 100
Space group P1 P1
Cell dimensions (Å) a � 42.50, b � 44.77, c � 76.97, � � 78.92,

� � 89.51, � � 61.91
a � 42.33, b � 44.76, c � 76.62, � � 78.73,

� � 89.43, � � 61.99
No. of subunits/asymmetric units 2 2
Matthews coefficient (Å3 Da�1) 2.10 2.03
Solvent content (%) 41.57 39.44
Resolution limits (Å) 38.50–1.40 (1.48–1.40) 22.25–1.33 (1.40–1.33)
No. of reflections measured 326,935 (38,207) 391,600 (55,084)
No. of unique reflections 87,611 (10,821) 102,968 (14,679)
Completeness (%) 91.0 (77.2) 91.8 (89.4)
Rmerge

b (%) 6.0 (33.6) 6.0 (15.4)
Multiplicity 3.7 (3.5) 3.8 (3.8)
I/�I 7.1 (1.8) 14.8 (6.9)
Wilson B factor (Å2) 14.05 9.61
Ranom

c (%) 5.8 (24.6)
Anomalous completeness (%) 85.0 (67.7)
Phasing powerd (acentric) 1.22
RCullis

e (acentric) 0.772
Figure of meritf (acentric) 0.32
Rcryst

b (%) 16.21 (34.10) 12.79 (13.10)
Rfree

b (%) 19.35 (36.70) 17.34 (18.10)
No. of protein atoms 4,174 4,053
No. of metal ions 6 8
No. of NBSA atoms 26
No. of other ligand atoms 7
No. of water molecules 496 690
Avg B factor (Å2) 12.1 8.43
RMSD bond length (Å) 0.026 0.024
RMSD bond angle (°) 2.204 2.056

a The data in parentheses refer to the highest-resolution shell.
b Rmerge � 	h 	i�li,h � lh�/	h	ili,h 
 100 � Rcryst (Rfree) � 	h��Fh,obs���Fh,calc��/	h�Fh,obs� 
 100.
c Ranom � 	hkl�I� � I��/	hkl

�I� � I�
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Gly-195 is well conserved in MBLs and might be important for
the correct positioning of His-196. Finally, Ser-221 is con-
served in all subclass B3 enzymes and replaces Cys-221, found
in subclass B1 and B2 enzymes. This residue has also been
observed in disallowed regions of the Ramachandran plot,
both in the native and in the complex structures. In the BJP-
1–NBSA complex structure, the electron density map allowed
for modeling Ser-221 in two conformations, likely due to the
partial occupancy of the inhibitor, indicating that inhibitor
binding might induce a conformational change of this residue.

Comparison with other MBLs. The comparison of BJP-1
with the other B3 subclass �-lactamases of known structure, L1
from Stenotrophomonas maltophilia (1SML) and FEZ-1 from
Fluoribacter gormanii (1K07) showed that, despite the 34% and
37% sequence identities, the structures shared very close back-
bone conformations, resulting in RMSDs of 1.60 Å and 1.25 Å,
respectively, by superimposition on the common C� atoms
(213 and 202, respectively) (Fig. 2). However, some relevant
structural differences were also found (Fig. 2). BJP-1, like
FEZ-1, lacks the 12-residue N-terminal unstructured peptide
present in L1 and shows a nicely structured amino-terminal
�-helix, which is not present in the other two enzymes. Inter-
estingly, this helix (H1) covers the active site, from which it is

displaced upon the binding of the NBSA inhibitor (Fig. 2; see
below for details).

In addition, major displacements occurred in the carboxy-
terminal region, where helices H5 and H6 are linked by a large
loop to the terminal helix H7 (Fig. 1 and 2). Here, both FEZ-1
and BJP-1 have insertions that made the backbone conforma-
tions differ by more than 10 Å with respect to that of L1. FEZ-1
differed from BJP-1 by more that 3.4 Å, on average, in this
region. Other significant differences are located on the long
loop (residues 218 to 239) linking �11B to helix H5, where
BJP-1 adopts a conformation that is different from those of
FEZ-1 and L1 and that is relevant to the shape and dimensions
of the active site (see below for details). Finally BJP-1 differs
from the other two enzymes in the long loop linking helix H4
to the �7A. It is worth noting that all three structural elements
involved in variable parts of the structure surround the active-
site cavity, where the metal ions are bound. The disulfide
bridge present in both FEZ-1 and L1 at the same position,
between the C-terminal helix and the loop linking H5 to �12B,
is missing in BJP-1, where a different disulfide bridge occurs
between Cys-200 and Cys-220 (residues 181 and 201 in the
BJP-1 numbering), as hypothesized previously (49). A further
difference presented by BJP-1 is the presence of an additional

FIG. 1. (a) Stereo views of the two independent subunits present in the P1 cells of both native and inhibited BJP-1s are shown as cartoons
highlighting the tertiary structure of the enzyme. The active-site dinuclear zinc cluster is represented as gray spheres, while the accessory zinc ion
is shown as a pale green sphere. (b) Topology diagram for BJP-1, where helices are represented as cylinders (H1 to H7 are �-helices; E1 to E5
are 310-helices) and �-strands as arrows.
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metal binding site located between helix H5 and the B �-sheet,
where a zinc ion from the crystallization buffer is bound, with
partial occupancy, to Glu-176, His-190, and Lys-250 and to the
C-terminal carboxylate of Lys-321 from an adjacent molecule,
completing a tetrahedral coordination polyhedron. This obser-
vation provides a further interesting example of the structural
role played by metal ions in facilitating protein crystallization
by stabilizing intermolecular interactions (6).

Active-site and metal coordination. The active site of BJP-1
is located in a narrow cleft located above the �-sheets, con-
toured by the amino-terminal helix (H1), by the loops H4-E3
and �11B-H5, and defined by loop �5A-H3 and by the loops
�9B-�10B and �12B-E4, which contain all the zinc ligands:
His-116, His-118, and His-196 (forming the so-called H3 site)
and Asp-120, His-121, and His-263 (forming the so-called
DHH site) (Fig. 3a).

The electron density of the dinuclear zinc site shows that
the coordination environment of the two Zn(II) ions is com-
pleted by a hydroxide anion (OHbr) bridging the two zinc
ions, similar to other MBL structures. The anionic nature of
the bridging ligand is indicated by the short observed coor-
dination distances to the metal ions (Fig. 3a; Table 2). The
two subunits differ slightly in the binding of OHbr, indicating
some flexibility of the metal site: in subunit A, OHbr is
asymmetric and located significantly closer to Zn1 (as al-
ready observed for L1 �-lactamase [47, 52]), while in subunit
B the two OHbr-Zn distances are almost identical within
experimental errors.

Zn1 in the H3 site adopts a distorted tetrahedral geometry,
while Zn2 coordination in the DHH site is better described by
a square pyramidal geometry, as a water molecule, loosely
bound to Zn2 at an average of 2.50 Å, acts as a fifth zinc ligand.

FIG. 2. (a) Stereo view of a least-squares superimposition of BJP-1 (red ribbon) with L1 (blue ribbon) and FEZ-1 (green ribbon), highlighting
the structural differences between the three class B3 �-lactamases of known structure. The location of the active site common to the three enzymes
is shown by the gray spheres representing the Zn(II) ions (shown for BJP-1 only). The N-terminal �-helix unique to the native BJP-1 structure is
orange. The position of the Phe-31 side chain in the native enzyme is shown by red sticks. The 4-nitrobenzenesulfonamide (NBSA) molecule found
in the BJP-1 complex is shown as cyan sticks. (b) Stereo view of a superimposition of the native (red ribbon) and NBSA-bound (yellow ribbon)
BJP-1 structures showing the overlap in the positions occupied by the Phe-31 side chain (red) and the NBSA molecule (cyan).
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The base of the pyramid is constituted by Asp-120 O�1, His-
263 Nε2, a water molecule (water), and OHbr, and His-121 Nε2
is the apex.

The square pyramidal geometry for Zn2 is established by the
values of the stereochemical � parameter (Table 2, footnote a),
which depend on the angular values of the base diagonal (Asp-
120 O�1–Zn2–water angle and His-263 Nε2–Zn2–OHbr angle,
in this case). � has been introduced to describe the geometry of
five-coordinated metal coordination compounds, with � of 0
for an ideal square pyramidal geometry and � of 1 for an ideal
trigonal bipyramidal geometry (1).

Although the geometry for Zn2 in dinuclear B1 and B3
�-lactamases has usually been described as trigonal bipyrami-
dal (13, 19), the calculation of the � value using the available
structures of other MBLs also indicates that, in these cases, the
geometry of Zn2 would be better described by a square pyra-
mid. Indeed, the � values for L1 and the dizinc BcII (PDB
codes, 1SML and 1BC2, respectively) range from 0.27 to 0.43.

Binding of sulfonamide inhibitor in BJP-1. In the complex
structure, the NBSA ligand replaces the bridging hydroxide
anion between the two Zn(II) ions, as shown in Fig. 3b. The
ligand has been modeled with the amide nitrogen as the bridg-

FIG. 3. Stereo views of the active site of native BJP-1 and BJP-1 in complex with NBSA. (a) Active-site structure of native BJP-1 with the
residues involved in zinc binding represented as green sticks. A 2Fo-Fc electron density map computed with phases from the refined model is
superimposed as a blue grid contoured at 1.5 �. The residues forming the hydrophobic pocket hosting the side chain of the N-terminal Phe-31 are
shown as magenta sticks. (b) Active-site structure of NBSA-inhibited BJP-1. The picture shows the same residues reported in panel a with the same
color code. A 2Fo-Fc electron density map computed with phases from the refined model is superimposed as a blue grid contoured at 1.5 �. The
NBSA inhibitor bridges the two zinc ions with the sulfonamide nitrogen, while the two sulfone oxygens asymmetrically bind the zinc ions. The
inhibitor phenyl ring replaces the Phe-31 side chain of the native enzyme.
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ing ligand, due to the higher Lewis base properties and in
analogy with the established binding of primary sulfonamides
to zinc enzymes, like carbonic anhydrase (2, 7, 10, 26, 51, 54)
and carboxypeptidase (39), or model compounds (28). The
very short Zn-N-NBSA distances (Table 2) indicate that the
species bound is the anionic nitrogen of the sulfonamide, dep-
rotonated by binding to the dinuclear zinc center (3, 28), while
the two sulfone oxygens behave as weaker zinc ligands. The
binding of NBSA to BJP-1 is, to our knowledge, the first
example of a sulfonamide bound to a dinuclear metal center in
proteins. The binding of the inhibitor changes the coordination

number and geometry for Zn1 toward a distorted trigonal
bipyramid by adding the O2 atom of NBSA to the Zn(II)
coordination sphere (� � 0.70 for both subunits). On the other
hand, the sulfone O1 atom of NBSA remains at a longer
distance from Zn2; this, however, also results in a change
toward a trigonal bipyramidal geometry (� � 0.51 to 0.61 for
the two subunits). The NBSA O1 and O2 atoms are at H-bond
distance from two or three water molecules, depending on the
subunit. The NBSA nitro group was not involved in any H
bond, but the nitrobenzene moiety was firmly held in its bind-
ing site by contacts with Trp-39, Met-87, Leu-119, Leu-162,
and Leu-226 side chains (residues 34, 73, 104, 145, and 207 in
the BJP-1 numbering), which form a hydrophobic pocket
within the active-site cavity. In the native enzyme, this hydro-
phobic pocket was occupied by the side chain of Phe-31 (res-
idue 26 in the BJP-1 numbering), which was displaced by
NBSA upon binding. This also affected the whole N-terminal
helix, which moved away in the BJP-1–NBSA complex. In that
structure, only a diffuse electron density corresponding to the
N-terminal helix could be observed, reflecting the overall dis-
order of this part of the protein and preventing its proper
modeling (these residues are missing from the final BJP-1–
NBSA complex structure).

Comparison of the two independent molecules of the com-
plex by least-squares superimposition shows that the binding
mode of NBSA is the same in both subunits. The comparison
by least-squares superposition with the native enzyme shows
that, while the Zn1-Zn2 distance remains essentially the same
(Table 2), Zn2 moves by a significant 0.36 Å upon the binding
of the inhibitor, indicating a higher flexibility of the DHH
metal binding site and suggesting that this site might have a
somewhat lower affinity for zinc in BJP-1 than the H3 site.

Significance for substrate profile and broad-spectrum inhi-
bition of MBLs. The peculiar functional properties of BJP-1,
i.e., overall low affinities for �-lactam substrates and the ab-
sence of interaction with carboxypenicillins (Table 3) could
possibly be explained by analyzing the structural features of the
native and inhibited forms and by comparing them with the
available subclass B3 MBL structures. Although the metal
binding sites of the various enzymes have essentially the same
shape, the BJP-1 active site is significantly narrower due to the
presence of the N-terminal helix (H1). Moreover, the side
chain of residue Phe-31 occupies a position in which the pep-

TABLE 2. Zinc coordination distances

Zn atom Atom or molecule

Zn distancea (Å) for:

Native BJP-1,
subunit:

NBSA-BJP-1
complex,
subunit:

A B A B

Zn1 His-116 Nε 2.06 2.08 2.03 2.04
His-118 N� 2.08 2.11 2.06 2.05
His-196 Nε 2.03 1.97 2.04 2.06
OHbr 1.94 1.98
N NBSAb 1.83 1.94
O NBSA 2.86 2.87
Water 3.25 3.22 3.14 3.38
Zn2 3.45 3.43 3.42 3.44

Zn2 Asp-120 O�2 2.06 2.09 2.02 2.01
His-121 Nε 2.07 2.08 2.04 2.05
His-263 Nε 2.05 2.09 2.04 2.05
OHbr 2.06 1.96
N NBSA 1.92 1.86
O NBSA 3.28 3.24
Water 2.53 2.45 2.78 3.05

Zn3 Glu-176 Oε2 2.00 1.96 2.04 2.03
His-190 N� 2.06 2.10 2.02 2.02
Lys-250 N� 1.98 2.00 2.00 1.97
Lys-321 O

(symmetrical)
1.99 2.03 2.06 2.01

a Estimated SD on distances were below 0.06 and 0.04 Å for the native and
complex structures, respectively. � � (� � �)/60, where � and � are the basal
diagonal angles at Zn with � � �(1); (� � Asp-120 O�1–Zn–Water angle; � �
His-263 Nε–Zn–OHbr angle, in this case). � for subunit A � 0.29; � for subunit
B � 0.30.

b The N atom of NBSA replaces the OHbr atom in the NBSA–BJP-1 complex
bridging the two Zn ions.

TABLE 3. Kinetic properties of some subclass B3 metallo-�-lactamases with relevant �-lactam compoundsa

Substrate
BJP-1 L1 FEZ-1 GOB-1

Km (�M) kcat/Km (M�1 � s�1) Km (�M) kcat/Km (M�1 � s�1) Km (�M) kcat/Km (M�1 � s�1) Km (�M) kcat/Km (M�1 � s�1)

Ampicillin 670 1.9 
 104 40 4.4 
 106 �5,000d 1.1 
 104 —e —
Piperacillin 700 6.7 
 104 20 7.0 
 106 4,200 1.2 
 104 170 1.7 
 106

Ticarcillin NDb NHc 140 2.7 
 106 �5,000d 1.3 
 104 150 5.2 
 105

Cephalothin 230 5.8 
 105 8.9 9.2 
 106 120 2.5 
 106 24 6.7 
 105

Ceftazidime �700d 4.3 
 103 145 2.0 
 105 �1,000d 4.0 
 103 71 7.6 
 105

Imipenem 260 6.0 
 104 90 7.3 
 105 �1,000d 2.0 
 105 60 6.6 
 105

Meropenem 190 8.3 
 105 10 4.5 
 106 85 5.0 
 105 5 5.3 
 106

a Data for the various enzymes are from the following references: BJP-1, 49; L1, 8, 20, and 45; FEZ-1, 35; GOB-1, 5.
b ND, not determined.
c NH, no hydrolysis detected.
d First-order kinetics were observed with the substrate.
e —, data not available.
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tide bond present in most �-lactam substrates (part of the
C6/C7 substituent, also known as the R1 substituent) is ex-
pected to bind, as revealed by the superimposition of the hy-
drolyzed moxalactam-L1 complex structure (2AIO) with that
of the native BJP-1 (48). Although the NBSA complex shows
that this residue could adopt a different conformation and
make room for an inhibitor and/or substrate, this likely re-
quires a conformational change of the N-terminal helix, which
might represent a kinetically and thermodynamically limiting
factor for the binding of �-lactam substrates; this would be
consistent with the overall high Km values observed for BJP-1
with most antibiotics (49).

The lack of interaction with carboxypenicillins (e.g., ticarcil-
lin) likely depends on the nature and position of the residues
constituting loop H5-�11 (Fig. 2b). In the BJP-1 structure, the
side chain of Leu-226 protrudes into the active-site cavity and
determines a narrowing of the cleft where the carboxy group of
the C6 substituent of ticarcillin would possibly bind (48). In the
hydrolyzed moxalactam-L1 complex (moxalactam also has a
carboxy group in its C7 substituent), the corresponding loop is
located 4 Å away from the active site (compared to BJP-1),
creating a much larger cavity, able to accommodate bulkier
substrates and consistent with the broader substrate profile
exhibited by this enzyme.

The binding of the sulfonamide group observed in the BJP-
1–NBSA complex represents the first structural observation of
such a molecule bound to a class B �-lactamase, indicating that
the sulfonamide group is able to bind dinuclear MBLs by
either competing with the substrate �-lactam group for binding
to the Zn(II) ion or displacing both the OHbr nucleophile and
the Zn2-bound water molecule, which appear to play an active
role in catalysis (15, 46). NBSA, one of the simplest model
aromatic sulfonamides known to bind to other zinc enzymes
(29), was able to inhibit BJP-1 in solution with a Ki of 100 �M.
Although the analysis of NBSA binding shown by the crystal
structures would apparently suggest a stronger inhibition ef-
fect, the rather high Ki value reflects a rather low gain in
complexation energy between the free and inhibited BJP-1s,
likely due to the presence of the Phe-31 side chain in the
pocket where the inhibitor binds. Thus, it is expected that
other MBLs, whose active sites are not similarly hindered,
would be more efficiently inhibited by NBSA.

In conclusion, the NBSA–BJP-1 complex structure poten-
tially provides the structural basis for the rational design of
sulfonamide-based MBL inhibitors. The crystal structure of
the B1 MBL VIM-2 in complex with a mercaptocarboxylate
inhibitor (PDB entry 2YZ3) shows the thiolate sulfur of the
inhibitor bridging the two Zn(II) ions in a binding mode that
resembles that of NBSA in BJP-1, suggesting that sulfonamide-
based inhibitors might also bind to subclass B1 MBLs (58).
Very recently, sulfonamide compounds have been found to
behave as competitive inhibitors of the clinically relevant sub-
class B1 MBL VIM-2 (36). The structure of the BJP-1–NBSA
complex provides the structural rationale for the mechanism of
binding and inhibition of these compounds with MBLs and
might represent valuable information to design new MBL in-
hibitors based on the sulfonamide scaffold. Interestingly, many
sulfonamide molecules are currently used as successful and
safe drugs in human therapy to treat a wide variety of pathol-
ogies (e.g., HIV infection, migraine, and glaucoma) (51). This

also demonstrates that the specificity for different enzyme tar-
gets could be reasonably achieved by varying the chemical
structure of a common scaffold. Furthermore, the ability of
sulfonamides to bind mononuclear zinc enzymes like carbonic
anhydrase and carboxypeptidase suggests that this chemical
determinant might be exploited to also inhibit subclass B1 and
B2 enzymes, independently of their zinc content. In conclu-
sion, we believe that it is worth pursuing the study of sulfon-
amide-based molecules to develop specific and broad-spec-
trum inhibitors potentially active on the three subclasses of
metallo-�-lactamases.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We acknowledge the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility
(ESRF; Grenoble, France) for having provided access to the ID14-1
and ID29 beamlines and the ESRF staff for excellent assistance.

This work was funded in part by grants from the European Union
and by the Italian Ministero dell’Istruzione, Università e Ricerca (MIUR)
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